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ABSTRACT 

The only essential criterion for a needs assessment 
at the school district level is that it be focused on the students. 
This criterion is integrated into the seven factors that comput^e a 
successful needs assessment: (1) prediction of skills needed in the 
future (what the schools should provide students five or ten years 
from the present) ; (2) identification of student characteristics; (3) 
documentation of activities and success of the current local 
educational process: (4) deciding how to optimize the operations of 
the school district, based on the first three factors; (5) 
implementation; (6) evaluation; and (7) recycling (reassessment of 
needs, continued modification of programs, and further evaluation) . 
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Introduction 

A big item on the education circuit today is the process popularly 
(or unpopularly ) called needs assessment . Mandated by law, demanded by 
school boards, encouraged by university educators and requested by community 
groups, needs assessment is being forced into the laps of school adminis- 
trators and ultimately to classroom teachers. Some have panicked, others 
have laboriously put the process into motion, while still others continue 
to do what they had already been doing, merely changing the label to that 
of needs assessment. 

What Ls the nature of this process that stirs so many groups of 
people? Is it just another of the fads that seem to show up periodically 
in education? What does a school district gain by conducting a needs as- 
sessment? These and other questions should be answered in hopes that the 
most benefit can be derived from a potentially rewarding situation. 

Definition 

The most common inter;) retation of the word "need" in needs assessment 
is the discrepancy between "what is" and "what ought to be." Therefore 
needs assessment in education may be thought of as the process of assess- 
ing or determining tlie extent of the discrepancies that exist in educational 
operations as related to student outcomes. 

This seemingly simple definition hides much of the impact that accom- 
panies an actual needs assessment. For instance, the phrase "what ought 
to bo" could mean a situation that is "requisite," "desirable" or "useful" 
— each quite different in meaning. Also, the word assessment implies 
determination of "importance," "size," or "value." 
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What tyiK-s of <iuusLions .should uducaLurs be Lryin^. nnswcr? I'er- 
liaps all (luesLions — that is, the importance, size and value of the dis- 
crepancies tliat exist in all that is requisite, desirable and useful in 
education. This presents a major task to say the least. No wonder some 
school admini.strauors are quakingi 

Why do a Needs Assus smLmt?_ 
The most cc.mpelling reasons for many school districts are (1) the 
fact th.a it h:ay be legislatively mandated and (2) that "everybody else is 
doin^ it." By and in themselves these reasons are not going to produce 
the intunci_d results, however, they may provide the necessary impetus to 
start. Furthermore, if the. needs assessment process is internalized by the 
local school personnel, there are essentially no limits to the benefits 
tliat can bu derived. Better planning; increased involvement and com- 
munication among different societal groups; better information for 
decision-making; more meaningful feedback and evaluation; closer coordi- 
nation; Dutler definition of district, building, classroom and individual 
goals; and lauch more could result from a "properly" done needs assessment. 

Wl 1 a t is a Prope rly -Done Needs Assessmen t? 
KssL-ntiai l.y the only criteria for an educational needs assessment is 
that the focus be oriented toward the student. Generally there are 
four linking factors that make up a needs assessment. Each of these 
factors consists of a broad statement that allows enough flexibility for 
adoption to a local school system. Staying within the following framework, 
many options are available to the user ranging from complete. pre-packaged 
needs assessment kits to procedures developed entirely within the local 
district. 



l;^ic. Lo_r_ I' rod i c t:j.i>n oj^^ ^j^^J is neudo d; -i n f iiLure* 

Tliis lacLor onables a sciiool. dis I: ric I: to locus on the reasons for 
their vury existence, that is, what is it that tlie schools should provide 
the students in order to help them cope not only in the present, but also 
next year, 5 or 10 years from now. Answering this question gives a 
direction or target for all activities that follow. 

Kac tor 11. Id entification of c haracteristics of local students. 

The personnel, the curricular programs and the faci^'.ities of a local 
school district should not only be directed toward future targets, but 
should also reflect the unique characteristics of the students currently 
attending the school. Therefore an extremely important input for a needs 
assessi:uMit Is the identification and verification of these characteristics. 
This input may include such information as achievement scores, attitudes, 
unique skills, aspirations for the future, family backgrounds, follow-up 
surveys of past students, and other types of relevant data. 

Fnc tor [II. Do cume ntation of activities and success of the current local 
educational process . 

Another valuable input consists of the documentation of the practices 
and procedures currently operating in the schools. This input is necessary 
in order to develop a baseline from which to work — something that can 
be added to, deleted or modified. Input of this nature might include pro- 
gram evaluations, trend analyses, scheduling, planning procedures, survey 
opinionnaires , and other pieces of Laformation that can be documented. 

Factor [V, Determina tion of what has to be eliminated, modified or added 

current local educational process to coordinate Factors 
I, II, and III. 

This factor is the heart of needs assessment. Taking into account the 
goals or predicted future skills, the student characteristics, and the current 
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operating', {) rnruthi n^s » a plan i> f action lias lo Uc. deve loped in tirdcr. to try 
to opLi.iui;-:c 0[>craLio)is of liio school disLriot. One mullKxi oi' tyinK, 

these factors together at this stage is Cor the classroom teachers to 
personalise each district-wide goal in terms of classroom objectives, 
activities and evaluation. Figure, 1 illustrates a useful format for class- 
room application. 
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By chorouy;li 1 y /inswcir.ing the quest: ions contained in Fii.;ure 1, teachers 
and administrators will bo able to more close I y relate to district goals 
and will also begin to identify and document curricular discrepancies. 

What happens after the needs assessm ent is completed? 
To stop at this point would be analogous to putting millions of dollars 
into research and never using its benefits. Similarly, in needs assessment, 
steps have to be taken beyond the identification of needs if it is to be 
of value to the school district. The following three factors bring closure 
to the initial cycle of a needs assessment. 

Fnc t o r^ V . Implementatio n . 

Once decisions are made to modify existing programs a plan of action 
for implementation should be established. If the previous four factors 
of needs assessment have been well documented and analyzed, then imple- 
mentation should be a relatively smooth process. The decisions have al- 
ready ♦been made, what remains is putting the plan into action. Some targets 
will be. immediate and may be achieved within a few months. Other imple- 
mentation phases may be spread over several , years . 

Inservice programs, group discussions, planning sessions, estab- 
lishing timelines, PERT networks, and many other processes could assist the 
implementation factor of needs assessment. 

Fac t or VI. Eva luat ion . 

Needs assessment and the implementation of the changes decided upon 
would produce little visible impact without an evaluation of success of 
the various activities. Certain targets have been established and methods 
developed in hopes of moving the students closer to the actual achievement 
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of thesi' t.arj^cas. ftluaily, the eva.Luatiun wlioul.d look at the appro-' 
priaceness ot: the targets and the success tjf the methods used to achieve 
these targets. 

The completion of the needs assessment model represents the begin- 
ning of a meaningful on-going process if provisions for recycling are 
included. Only through the recycling process — reassessment of needs, 
continued .modification of programs, and further evaluation — will the 
educational, process continue to grow, improve, and provide meaningful 
cxpi^ r ierices for the learner. 

Com parison of Thr ee Models ^ 
Seven factors have 'been identified as being integral parts of a needs 
assessment: (1) future targets; (2) studi^nt characteristics; (3) current 
processes; (4) change neetied ; (5) implementation; (6) evaluation; 
and (7) recycling. In Table 1 three commercial needs assessment models 
ar*^ compared on each of these seven factors. The Phi Delta Kappa (PDK) 
.Model was originally developed at Chico State College in California under 
a Title II L ESEA Grant. I'he Center for the Study of Evaluation based 
at UCLA developed tlie CSE Model. The third model used in the comparlfi^vMi is 
the model produced by the U'es tinghouse Learning Corporation (WT.C) . ■ 

The three models were chosen because of their established popularity, 
and tlie ready availability of *'kits" to assist in conducting a needs 
assessment. 
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I ) L '. s i ^, n_ ^' () u_r v 5 w n V ^*}'>',!r 

Per[ia[JS Lhe bevSt and the mosL meaningful approacii would be for the 
sclu^ol district to design a needs assossmenf process that would be 
unique to its own community. This could 'be accomplished through a 
volunteer steering committee composed of interested community members, 
educators and students. The time and work spent on the project would 
be considerable but the benefits should far outweigh the cost. 

A i;<)nibination of original idf:as, advice from other districts and 
input from reviev/s of conunercial needs assessment models, in all prob- 
ability, would prochice a better package than could be purchased. This 
method has an exceeeeat chance of eliciting genuine involvement ;.nd a local 
s^'h()n.l pride among the different groups of people participating. A 
further benefit extending beyond the needs assessment activities con- 
sists of the increased openness and communication among these same 
participating groups. This alone should be enough reason for involving 
ma/iy different segments of the population. 

It is also reasonable to expect that the implementation, evaluation 
and ri-oycling factors would be received better if the entire process was 
locally designed with input coming from many sources. 

Designing a i:eeds assessment does not mean developing an entire 
svstem from nothingr' What the needs assessment process does offer is a 
coordination of efforts and a ''putting together" of many isolated parts. 
This enables the district to get a global picture of the direction that 
their schools are taking and then be able to exercise some control over 
it according to the wishes of their constituents. 
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llaviiiK stjLMi <i 1 framework for needs as.sessmenL and a brief 

comparison of the three models it is easy to identify operations already 
occurring in the schools that can be incorporated into needs assess- 
ment. Figure 2 lists some of these operations in conjunction with the seven 
{ actors. Through a planning process, this chart could be used as an 
aid in deciding which needs assessment factors could be associated with 
eacli of the operations. For instance, as marked on the chart, achievement 
testing could be associated with student characteristics (Factor II) and 
evaluation (Factor ^^1) . 

Conclusion 

It should be realized that there is not a prescribed plan to follow 
that will guarantee a successful needs assessment for a particular school 
district. However, with careful planning, serious intentions, and a 
commitment of resources, a needs assessment can produce extremely worth- 
while results. Perhaps the most valuable outcomes are: (1) the com- 
munication that it encourages among educators, community members, and 
students; and (2) the identification of what is occurring in the schools 
which, in turn, identifies the gaps in educational outcomes and processes. 
Without the formal procedures associated with needs assessment, the 
coordination and motivation to accomplish these ends would be missing. 
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